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Ernest Hemingway’s short story “A Canary for One” (1927) relates the train journey of an 
American couple from the French Riviera to Paris, at the end of which husband and wife 
separate. They share their compartment with an American lady, who is the owner of a canary 
in a cage. Paul Smith remarks on some “curious” passages at the beginning of “A Canary for 
One” and proceeds to wonder at Hemingway’s inattentiveness to “revising the earlier pages of 
his story” (160). This issue of “curiosity”, which Smith also pronounced as “inexplicable”, 
has not been addressed so far (162). The following article proposes that Hemingway, 
particularly in the first part of his narrative, refers to Little Dorrit by Charles Dickens (1857).  
While it is established that certain passages and, with regard to memories of Vevey, the 
setting of “A Canary for One” have been inspired by Henry James’s Daisy Miller (see for 
instance Rudnick; Martin and Ober; Lamb; Flora 2008), the influence of Charles Dickens’s 
Little Dorrit has escaped notice to date. Close scrutiny of the pertinent passages from Little 
Dorrit and from “A Canary for One” reveal that – in Genette’s terminology, as defined in his 
Palimpsests (5), – Dickens’s novel must also be included as a significant hypotext for 
Hemingway’s hypertext. An awareness of these parallels to certain themes and the setting of 
“A Canary for One” provides an explanation for Smith’s notion of “curious” text.  
Hemingway’s biographers confirm that he was familiar with Dickens: Carlos Baker 
notes that Hemingway received the Christmas Stories for Children by his uncle Leicester as a 
	 2 
gift (30). Furthermore, the syllabus at Oak Park High School included David Copperfield – 
and, as Kenneth Lynn asserts, the Anglophile Hemingway family had sets of a number of 
English authors, among them Dickens, on their shelves: “Marcelline and Ernest, compulsive 
readers both, went through most of these sets by the time they were out of grammar school” 
(24). Hence, it is fairly safe to assume that Hemingway had read Little Dorrit at some point in 
his life before he sat down to write “A Canary for One” and that the parallels between novel 
and story are not coincidental. The most likely reason as to why this and other passages that 
betray literary influence in his prose have not been discovered previously results from 
Hemingway’s style in general, which is allusive but does not explicitly acknowledge 
hypotexts (Flora 1989: 4). Most probably, when keeping the sources of his literary 
inspirations hidden, Hemingway followed the precept that Ezra Pound outlined in his essay 
“A Retrospect”: “Be influenced by as many great artists as you can, but have the decency 
either to acknowledge the debt outright, or to try and conceal it” (5). Hemingway himself, 
when interviewed by George Plimpton for The Paris Review, put it succinctly: “Read 
anything I write for the pleasure of reading it. Whatever else you find will be the measure of 
what you brought to the reading.” Consequently, only readers acquainted with Little Dorrit 
will detect the relevant references in Hemingway’s text.  
The starting point, also mentioned by Smith (161), is the odd moment in “A Canary for 
One” with the soldiers at the station of Avignon who are “too tall to stare” (313), a direct 
allusion to the opening sentences of Little Dorrit: 
 
Strangers were stared out of countenance by staring white houses, staring white 
walls, staring white streets, staring tracts of arid road, staring hills from which 
verdure was burnt away. The only things to be seen not fixedly staring and glaring 
were the vines drooping under their load of grapes (1). […]  
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Far away the staring roads, deep in dust, stared from the hill-side, stared from the 
hollow, stared from the interminable plain.  (1-2) 
 
Hemingway uses Dickens’s setting to illustrate the discomfiture of his protagonists. He 
changes their being exposed to staring in Little Dorrit to preventing them from staring. 
Furthermore, in the description of the landscape in and around Marseilles both authors 
focus on the same salient features: “… outside the window were dusty trees and an oiled 
road and flat fields of grapes, with grey-stone hills behind them” (Hemingway 312). The 
road, hills, grapes and dust figure in both texts, as does the oppressive heat. “Boats 
without awnings were too hot to touch” (Dickens 1) is matched by “[i]t was very hot in 
the train and it was very hot in the lit salon compartment” (Hemingway 312).  
Dickens’s observation of how the inhabitants of Marseilles protect themselves from 
the sun’s glare, “[b]linds, shutters, curtains, awnings, were all closed and drawn to keep 
out the stare” (2), is echoed in “A Canary for One” by the American lady when she pulls 
down the window-blind of the compartment (312). The unease resulting from enforced 
enclosure in limited space is experienced by Dickens’s protagonists in quarantine and by 
those kept as convicts in the citadel: “The imprisoned air, the imprisoned light, the 
imprisoned damps, the imprisoned men, were all deteriorated by confinement” (3). The 
American couple feels similarly uncomfortable in the train compartment even though – 
due to Hemingway’s iceberg technique – their emotions are not made explicit. The 
thorough oppressiveness in both narratives is epitomized in the absence of air: “There 
was no wind” (Dickens 1) is paralleled by “[t]here was no breeze” (Hemingway 312).  
The prison cell harboring Rigaud and John Baptist in Little Dorrit is described as 
a vault and a tomb (3) – a comparison that may be readily applied to the much more 
luxurious train compartment in which the American husband feels trapped in the presence 
of his wife and the American lady – a temporary tomb for their failed marriage. More 
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than once Dickens likens the situation of the prisoners in Little Dorrit to birds in a cage 
and his prison-keeper in Marseilles refers to the two inmates as his “birds” (4-5). In 
addition, Hablot Knight Browne, better known as “Phiz”, provides an illustration of this 
moment with the caption “The Birds in the Cage” (inserted between pages 2 and 3 of 
Little Dorrit). At a later point in the novel Little Dorrit herself is compared to a bird when 
Mr. Clennam observes her entering Marshalsea Prison: “The cage door opened, and when 
the small bird, reared in captivity, had tamely fluttered in, he saw it shut again” (103). 
Hemingway’s symbolic canary in its cage also has a model in Little Dorrit: John Chivery, 
son of the turnkey in the Marshalsea, adores the book’s heroine and fantasizes about the 
life he envisages with her:  
 
She would officially succeed to the chamber she had rented so long. There 
was a beautiful propriety in that. It looked over the wall, if you stood on tip-
toe; and, with a trellis-work of scarlet beans and a canary or so, would 
become a very Arbour. There was a charming idea in that. Then, being all in 
all to one another, there was even an appropriate grace in the lock. With the 
world shut out (except that part of it which would be shut in); with its 
troubles and disturbances only known to them by hearsay, as they would be 
described by the pilgrims tarrying with them on their way to the Insolvent 
Shrine; with the Arbour above, and the Lodge below; they would glide 
down the stream of time, in pastoral domestic happiness (212, italics mine).  
 
The preposterous nature of John Chivery’s fantasy exposes the equally absurd notion of 
the American lady, who wants to comfort her daughter’s broken heart by giving her a 
bird in the cage. The canary thus turns into a multi-faceted symbol for being trapped, 
either in marriage, by a dominating mother, or in a train compartment. Chivery’s prison is 
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not improved by the presence of the canary; neither is the atmosphere on Hemingway’s 
train to Paris.  
Hemingway wrote “A Canary for One” at a crucial personal moment in his life, 
after the painful separation from Hadley and in the interlude before his marriage to 
Pauline Pfeiffer, “a quasi-autobiographical story” as Justice (65-75) and Donaldson (210) 
have pointed out. As a result, it is hardly astonishing that the author’s own emotional 
struggles percolated into his text. The plot of Little Dorrit offered Hemingway models of 
numerous failed relationships and marriages:  Arthur Clennam is unhappily in love with 
Pet Meagles who, in turn, is in love with the artist Henry Gowan, a relationship that ends 
in marriage but does not proceed auspiciously. John Chivery adores Little Dorrit while 
she feels attracted to the oblivious Arthur Clennam. The latter discovers the love his 
father had for his mother, a relationship that preceded the forced and ill-fated marriage to 
Mrs. Clennam – the list of doomed liaisons could easily be prolonged.  
“A Canary for One” can thus be read as an express adaptation of Little Dorrit, 
written in a similar vein to Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “The Celestial Railroad” (1843), 
which parodies John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress (1678). Dickens actually casts his 
travelers in Little Dorrit as restless pilgrims – a comparison that captures in its essence 
the experience that Hemingway wanted to convey in his short story:  
 
And thus ever, by day and night, under the sun and under the stars, climbing 
the dusty hills and toiling along the weary plains, journeying by land and 
journeying by sea, coming and going so strangely, to meet and to act and 
react on one another, move all we restless travelers through the pilgrimage 
of life (27).  
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While Hawthorne openly alludes to Bunyan’s text in “The Celestial Railroad”, 
Hemingway uses Dickens’s novel as a source of inspiration because the “unhappiness” of 
marriages and relationships mirrors his own emotional state. The evidence presented 
indicates that one of the few remaining questions about “A Canary for One”, “the 
inexplicable, seemingly careless, lines in the early pages” (Smith 162) – can now be 
answered by referring to Little Dorrit. It is hardly surprising that Hemingway, who was 
so concerned with “[g]etting the words right” (Plimpton 4), did not write carelessly. The 
opening paragraphs are as carefully composed as the rest of the story and they distinctly 
allude to the beginning and certain themes of Little Dorrit. 
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